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Abstract 
Many people lack opportunities to participate in art programs which connect their lives to a bigger community. Through the 
description of five case studies for underprivileged people, community-based art projects show the positive impact on people 
lives. All participants, as a group of individuals, realized the importance of connecting to other people, and developed the joy of 
accomplishment and the sense of responsibility for their community via the process of creation of artworks. 
© 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
Many people lack opportunities to participate in art programs which connect their lives to a bigger community 
(Buffington, 2007; Claus & Ogden, 1999; McAleavey, 1995). Notably, there are numerous people who are isolated 
but eager to learn and spend time with art. Art programs, especially community-based art projects, can offer people 
different ways to actively engage in the community they belong to (Boiten & Stimson, 2003). Moreover, 
community-based art projects reflect current social issues and address the needs of local communities (Madden, 
2000). Therefore, this study mainly focuses on the community-based art projects for underprivileged people who 
have limited opportunities to enjoy art experiences in their daily life, and the meanings and roles of arts and art 
educational programs for diverse groups of people. 
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2. Method 
In order to deeply understand the community setting where these art projects were conducted, a participatory 
research was opted for this study. As a participatory research, one of the main goals of this study is to create 
connections between participants and local communities. Therefore, researcher mainly acts more as a supporter than 
a director, who encourages participants (Stringer, 2014). In other words, researcher, as a part of the stakeholder 
groups, provides a chance for people to observe, think, realize and experience what they could not be aware of. The 
fundamental notion of this study is that people interpret social phenomena based on their own perspectives in 
particular conditions, so the way of approaching the phenomena should be flexible and adjustable for different 
situations (Stewart & Walker, 2005; Stringer, 2014).  
Education impacts not only people’s own growth but also ways of interpretations of social patterns, so researcher 
focuses on comprehensive explanation of each situation of the projects. Furthermore, participatory research is not a 
rigid framework but an adjustable way to explore intimate relationships and ordinary daily life in particular 
situations, so each project was designed and tailored to the place of the communities and time when it was 
conducted. It also allowed stakeholders to voice their desires and opinion, which both represent their experiences 
(Stringer, 2014). 
There are three main types of projects listed below. All projects were documented with field notes, diaries, and 
photos. Additional interviews and observations were conducted as well. 
 
x Pre-designed volunteer activities 
x Self-developed activities 
x Combination of pre-organized activities and project development 
 
Pre-designed volunteer programs are organized by non-governmental organizations, universities or social service 
agencies. These organizations studied the stakeholder groups for many years and designed the art programs based on 
their research. Therefore for this project type, which is not a main category for this article, researcher mainly applied 
pre-organized activities guidelines. On the other hand, self-developed activities are mainly created through 
researcher and participants’ collaboration and communication about their needs. The participants are the main 
persons responsible for maintaining the projects. Lastly, the combination of the two project styles creates official 
programs which are annually or biannually provided by the organizations.  
As participatory research primarily underlines the importance of communication with stakeholders, contribution 
to communities, and sharing of personal skills and experiences, the self-developed activities and combination of pre-
organized activities and project development represent the main types of projects of this study. 
3. Body 
Complexity of society and diversity of human experiences should be understood under social relation. Moreover, 
importance of community contexts and sense of social values, which may lead to supportive networks and resources, 
should be highlighted (Stringer, 2014). Participants, who are from different social backgrounds, put a priority on the 
community contexts. This study describes five categories of arts projects according to their roles and functions, 
which took place in five different countries. 
3.1. Providing an opportunity of artistic expression 
A volunteer program of the Pacific Asia Society (PAS), which is a combination of pre-organized and participant-
developed activities, offered elementary students, who were depressed by lack of facilities, ways to express their 
artistic ability through arts education in the Philippines. Due to lack of educational facility and poor environmental 
condition, students could not fully experience arts programs. This encouraged them to actively participate in this art 
project. Through arts classes, students created their own storytelling, which reflects their early childhood, and links 
arts to expression of real life. 
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3.2. Learning cultural diversity 
In Moscow, Russia, Korea Internet Volunteer (KIV) provided Korean-Russian middle school students and 
teachers with a way to learn cultural diversity through art education using computer programs. Researcher 
introduced traditional Korean culture and contemporary modern arts and technology for Korean-Russian and 
Russian students and teachers through examples of culture's various definitions. Russian students and even Korean-
Russian students who were not exposed to traditional Korean or modern technological artworks were excited to see 
a new cultural aspect and were willing to embrace each other's cultures. 
3.3. Creating space with emotional connection 
A mural painting project with handicapped students was designed and proposed by researcher and supported by 
the Student Council at Ewha Womans University in Seoul, Korea. Researcher mainly emphasized a connection to 
the community, beyond an academic outcome of a research. Through several discussions with participants about the 
kind of project the stakeholders would like to create for their community, the themes of the mural were decided to 
be an amusement park and a natural forest where students and teachers at HanKook WooJin School would like to go 
(see Fig. 1). Participants of this mural project were sixteen college students, twelve disabled students and four 
teachers at HanKook WooJin School. College, middle and high school students who participated in this project 
found the experience very rewarding because they all developed a special connection with other people. 
 
     
Fig. 1. (a) & (b) Amusement park; (c) Natural forest 
3.4. Helping students develop new skills 
As a volunteer of a non-governmental organization in Peru, researcher taught a new art making skill to Peruvian 
elementary students. For the students, art class should be one way of learning practical skills to create future income. 
Students who were suffering from lack of income in their family actively participated in learning how to make 
bracelets and ornaments they can sell to tourists in their local community (see Fig. 2). They successfully created 
income by selling many self-made ornaments and realized how art can help them live a better quality life. 
 
 
Fig. 2. Bracelet making 
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3.5.  Building independent communities 
Members of the Gainesville Senior Center in Florida, USA, created a mural which reflects on their natural 
environment and daily life, and depicts local scenes such as swamp, palm trees, alligators, playing card game or pool 
and zoomba dancing (see Fig. 3). As Giroux (1992) stated that education can increase a human’s potential ability, 
this mural project encouraged participants to create their community environment with their artworks. Similarly, 
community members of the Apalachicola Senior Center in Florida, USA, built a mosaic reflecting their daily lives 
and cultural and natural backgrounds (see Fig. 4). By creating artworks for their own community, participants feel 
satisfaction from their outcome and active involvement. This created the new desire to preserve and pursue the 
development of their community environment. 
 
     
Fig. 3. (a) Gainesville Senior Center mural (part); (b) The completed mural 
 
     
Fig. 4. (a) Apalachicola Senior Center mosaic; (b) Edible garden with the mosaic 
All projects were conducted at locations where there were lack of facilities of arts and education (see Fig. 5), and 
with people who have the desire to experience these arts programs and share their lives with others through co-
developing art projects. Activities were sometimes organized by a small group with one or two volunteers, or were 
led by a larger team with ten to sixteen volunteers and more than sixty eight participants. Through these activities, 
people could express their own interests and talents and the common meanings or goals of the communities as the 
place they belong to (Boiten & Stimson, 2003). There were no specific boundaries between stakeholders and 
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volunteers or leaders and followers (Madden, 2000). From beginning to end of the art programs, all participants 
were fully engaged in the process and the community explorations, which led to positive changes in their daily lives. 
Specifically, they constantly learned from one another during the whole process (Wood & Govender, 2013), and felt 
a sense of accomplishment when the projects were completed. Witnessing the before-after differences made them 
realize the importance of being part of a community. 
 
    
Fig. 5. (a) & (b) A local community environment 
4. Conclusion 
Researcher studied several roles of arts and arts education in diverse communities. Based on people’s cultural, 
economic or physical situations and backgrounds, arts and education approaches differ. However, all participants 
enjoyed interacting with arts and wanted to have more opportunities to express themselves. The learning process 
linked art to real life and people became more aware of current social issues and the development of their 
community (Stewart & Walker, 2005). People actually started to care more about their surroundings. Additionally, 
when researcher became a real part of the community she was studying, doing a research became an enjoyable on-
going human experience. As Papastergiadis (1998) points out that the ultimate goal of doing research is having a 
“better world” (p.69), artists and art educators can develop a better world with these community art projects and 
should consider the benefits of community projects for promoting arts, encouraging people self-development and 
improving people’s quality of life. 
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